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INTRODUCTION: THE ORIGINS OF FEWS 

According to the dictionary (Webster’s New Universal) a system is “a 
set or arrangement of things so related or connected as to form a unity 
or organic whole”. In common usage, it is further assumed that a system 
unites a set of dif€erent components to serve a common, identifiable, 
purpose. Based on this understanding of the term, the Famine Early 
Warning System (FEWS) can be seen as a system at two levels. 

First, FEWS is a system for collecting, organizing and analyzing infor- 
mation relevant to food access and availability, in a number of African 
countries, in order to promote informed decision making by policy 
makers. This system includes FEWS’ field representatives in the various 
countries and the FEWS/Washington office, and collaborators in other 
organizations which are part of the FEWS project. 

At the same time, FEWS is one component of a larger system linking 
changes in food security conditions to a response. FEWS role within 
this system is to bring together information relevant to the food secu- 
rity situations in each of the countries in which it operates, in order to 
strengthen the linkage between problems and response. This larger 
system includes all of the sources of food security information used by 
FEWS, as well as the eventual users of the information and analysis 
which the project generates. 

The FEWS activity began in the mid-l980s, in response to the drought 
in the Sahel. The activity originally focused on monitoring food secu- 
rity in the countries of the Sahel and East Africa. Geographical cover- 
age has since expanded to southern Africa in response to the 1991/92 
drought in that area. 
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